Suppressor T lymphocytes from lepromatous leprosy skin lesions.
The immune response in leprosy forms a spectrum with lepromatous leprosy patients exhibiting specific unresponsiveness to antigens of Mycobacterium leprae. This unresponsiveness is thought to be related to the prevalence of T8-positive lymphocyte in these lepromatous lesions. To analyze the immunoregulatory function of these T8 cells, we developed simple procedures to extract lymphocytes from skin biopsy specimens of patients with leprosy. These lymphocytes were sorted for T8 and T4 positive cells, and cell lines were established by expansion with interleukin 2 (IL 2) and irradiated feeder cells. All T8 positive lines tested were positive for IL 2 receptors and HLA-DR determinants. These lines were additionally assayed for lepromin-induced suppression of the normal peripheral blood lymphocyte Con A proliferative response. Thirteen of 32 lines from six lepromatous patients showed significant suppressor activity, whereas nine lines from six tuberculoid patients and one line from normal peripheral blood failed to show suppression (p less than 0.001). Taken together, the finding of M. leprae-triggered suppressor cells within lepromatous skin lesions may in part explain the M. leprae unresponsiveness of lepromatous leprosy patients.